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MISCELLANY 

THE EARLIEST RECORD ON THE FRANCISCAN MISSIONS IN AMERICA 

(Contributed by Rev. IAvarius Oliger, O.F.M., Munich, Bavaria) 

Much has been published by different religious Orders with a view to further- 
ing our knowledge on the early efforts of converting the aborigines of America. 
The movement, indeed, owing to the profound religious sense of the age, started 
very early, and if there is no record of any priest accompanying Columbus on 
his first expedition, we know for certain that on his second journey to the West 
Indies, he had already a Vicar-Apostolic with him, in the person of the Minim 
friar, Bernard Boil. 

As to the Franciscans, I leave aside the question of Juan Perez, whether 
or not that noteworthy Spanish friar accompanied the great discoverer to the 
new hemisphere on one of his first expeditions. What I want to present to the 
American scholar in general, and to the readers of the Catholic Historical 
Review in particular, is the contemporary account of the first Franciscan 
Missions in America, as it was written down at Nilrnberg between 1506 and 
1509 by the Franciscan Chronicler Nicholas Glassberger. Curiously enough, 
this account, although of the highest value and printed since 1887, seems to 
have escaped the attention of most Franciscan scholars on things American. 
Bonaventure Hammer, for instance, does not mention it, 1 nor does Zephyrin 
Engelhardt in the general introduction to his work on the Franciscan Missions 
in California. 2 The only writer, so far as I know, to use the valuable contribu- 
tion of Glassberger, is Heribert Holzapfel, O.F.M., in his instructive Manual 
of Franciscan History. , 3 

Before entering into details, it will not be out of place to say a few words 
about Nicholas Glassberger, the author of the record. 4 

Glassberger was born at Olmutz in Moravia, and entered the Franciscan 
Order in 1472, at Amberg (Bavaria), which was then in the Province of Strass- 
burg. In 1475-76, he studied at Basle ; after 1479, we find him again at Amberg, 
and somewhat later at Munich. From 1483 to 1509, Glassberger was a member 
of the Franciscan House at Niirnberg. Here he labored for some time as 
preacher and confessor of the Poor Clares. As we find no trace of him after 
1509, he is supposed to have died about that time. 

It was at Ntirnberg that Glassberger wrote his Chronicle: in the years 
1506-1509; a circumstance which contributes much to enhance the value of 
his work. For, as Niirnberg was then the great commercial centre of Southern 
Germany, the friar had excellent opportunities for ascertaining what was going 

1 Die Franciscaner in den Vereinigten Staaien Nordamerica's, Koln, 1892. 

3 The Missions and Missionaries of California, Vol. i, San Francisco, 1908. 

8 Handbuch der Geschichle des Franziskanerordens, Freiburg, i. B., 1909, pp. 500-501; Latin edition. 
Manuale hisloriae Ordinis Fratrum Minorum, U>., 1909, pp. 450-451. 

* See Analecta Franeiscana, ii, Quaracchi, 1887, Preface, and H. Boehmer, Chronica Fratris Jordani 
(Collection d' etudes el de documents, Vol. vi), Paris, 1908, Introduction, pp. xxv ff. 
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on in the world abroad; all the more so, since being preacher and confessor of 
the convent of St. Clare, he knew the first families of the town. His Chronicle 
reflects clearly in some passages this milieu. To its influence is certainly due 
the long text he consecrates to the discovery of the New World, an event which, 
in the eyes of the zealous friar had perhaps more religious interest than any 
other, since an immense unlabored field for spreading the Gospel was disclosed, 
and a new prospect of mission work opened to his Order. 

Indeed, the chief interest of Glassberger's account consists in his narrative 
of the first endeavor made by the Franciscans to convert the inhabitants of the 
West Indian Islands, while here and there we get a glimpse at the life and customs 
of the Indians and at the marvelous productions of the soil of the New World. 

It appears from the narrative of Glassberger, that the news of the great 
discovery achieved by Columbus was generally spread amongst the Franciscans 
of the Observance at their Chapter held in 1493 at Florenzae (France). Im- 
mediately many of the friars applied with great eagerness to their Vicar-General, 
Olivier Maillard, for permission to go to the new missions. The first to obtain 
the longed-for permission were, strangely enough, two lay brothers, John de la 
Deule and John Cosin, both belonging to the Province of France. They went 
to Spain and remained some time there before the opportunity came of sailing 
for the West Indies; this opportunity being no other than the second expedition 
of Columbus, which started from Cadix on September 25, 1493, and in which 
Bernard Boil was also a member. On arriving in the New World the two friars 
lived with the natives and tried first of all to learn their language and by degrees 
to instruct the people. They lived thus for five years, and considering the fact 
that they were not priests, they could not do much towards conversion; so they 
determined to return to Europe to bring over some Franciscan priests. They 
took along with them two Indian youths, having the precaution to embark 
each with one of the Indians on two different ships, in order that, if one should 
perish, at least the other would survive. On reaching Spain one of the natives 
became seriously ill and soon died after having been baptized. The two lay 
brothers considered this the first visible fruit of their long work and buried the 
poor Indian at the nearest Franciscan convent. They presented themselves 
to their Superior, Olivier Maillard, who happened to be in Spain, and gave him 
a full account of their work, at the same time beseeching him to send over some 
priests. Maillard accordingly settled the matter with the Sovereigns of Spain, 
and thus towards Easter, 1500, F. John Baudin, a native of Bretagne, with 
some other Franciscans, sailed for the West, fully equipped with all the require- 
ments of their holy ministry. On August 25, in the same year, a second Fran- 
ciscan Mission started from Spain and reached in 25 days the harbour of S. 
Domingo on Hispaniola (Hayti) where they baptized — doubtless after due 
instruction — some 3,000 natives. 

Here Glassberger inserts in his narrative the calumnies against Columbus, 
which were spread over Europe, after his return from his third expedition. 
For, no doubt, the admiraldus who is mentioned, is none other than the great 
discoverer, who experienced in so large a measure the ingratitude of this world. 

Describing at some length the different islands of the West Indies, the 
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Chronicler gives us the full text of a letter which the Franciscan Missionaries 
of Hispaniola (Hayti) wrote on October 12, 1500, to Olivier Maillard, who 
received it whilst visiting the Saxon Province in 1501, and who left a copy of it 
(at the request of Glassberger?) in the Franciscan Convent of Niirnberg. The 
letter itself bears witness to the anxiety of the missionaries to obtain more help 
for their great work. The whole Order was to be aroused to take interest 
!n the enterprise and to send laborers for the great spiritual harvest. 

These are, briefly, the outlines of Glassberger's narrative, which has the 
great advantage of being a contemporary one and of being fully confirmed and 
partly completed by other independent early sources. Bartholomew de las 
Casas, 5 the great benefactor of the Indians, tells us of two Franciscan lay 
brothers, whom he met at Barcelona, John de la Duela and John de Tisim 
(evidently the Cosin of Glassberger), natives of Burgundy, fellow-travelers of 
Bernard Boil, and with whom he became very friendly. Their zeal for the 
conversion of souls in the New World had brought them to Spain, and although 
only lay brothers, they were well instructed, and it was clear, says Las Casas, 
that they had declined the priesthood for humility's sake. From the narrative 
of Las Casas we can correct the statements of Glassberger, who although gener- 
ally well informed, was in this case not an eye-witness as Las Casas was. It 
would appear from Glassberger that the two friars set out to preach to the 
Moors of Southern Spain and only perchance got a place with Columbus, 
whilst Las Casas tells us clearly that he met the friars in question at Barcelona, 
where they had already been engaged for the expedition by Boil. By this it 
would seem that their staying amongst the Spaniards was due only to the 
circumstance that they had to wait for Columbus' second expedition to start. 

The Archivo de Indias at Sevilla 6 has preserved us the names of some of 
the Franciscans who were sent to America in 1500, by the great Ximenez, Arch- 
bishop of Toledo. Amongst them we find Francis Ruyz, the bearer of the letter 
to Maillard. That missionary was sent back, as the letter says, on account 
of his weak health. We find also John Deledeulle, our John de la Deule, who 
in 1500 returned to his beloved mission. His death in the West Indies is re- 
corded in the Chapter of the Observant Franciscans in 1511, as having happened 
since the last Chapter was held in 1508. 

* Hisloria de las Indias, lib. i, c. 81, in Collection de documentos inedilos para la historia de Espaftm 
por el Marques De la Fuensanta del Valle y D. Jose Sancho Rayon, Vol. lxii, Madrid, 1875, p. 494. 
After having said that he could not see Bernard Boil at Barcelona (in 1493) Las Casas continues: 

Pero alcance a cognoscer dos religiosos de la 6rden de Sant Francisco, que f ueron con el, frailes 
legos, pero personas notables, naturales de Picardia 6 borgofiones, e que se movieron a venir aca 
por s61o celo de la conversion destas animas, y, aunque frailes legos, eran muy bien sabidos y 
letrados, por lo cual se cognoscia, que por humiltad no quisieron ser sacerdotes; uno de los cuales 
se llam6 fray Juan de la Duela, 6 fray Juan el Bennejo, porque lo era, y el otro fray Juan de 
Tisin. Fueron bien cognoscidos mios, y en amistad y conversacion, al menos al uno, muy 
conjuntos. 

Jose Coll, O.F.M., who in his work: Colony la Rabida, 2 ed. Madrid, 1892, p. 271, has already drawn 
attention to this text, quotes also p. 270: Juan de Torquemada, O.F.M., De la Monarquia Indiana, 
Madrid, 1723, Vol. iii, lib. xviii, c. 6, who speaks in much the same terms of the two first Franciscan 
missionaries, the most prominent of which seems to have been John de la Deule; on him see also Wad- 
ding, Annates Minorum, ad a. 1493, n. 3, ed. 2, Vol. xv, p. 28. 

* Coll. p. 272. Wadding, ad. a 1511, n. 9 (xv, 431); De Gubernatis, Orbis seraphicas, iii, Rome, 
1684, p. 220b. 
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In the meantime, missions and convents had so increased that the first 
Franciscan Province in America could be erected in 1505 under the title of the 
Holy Cross. This Province included Hayti, Cuba, Jamaica and the other 
islands of the Antilles. 7 

The Munich Manuscript, from which we take the narrative of Glassberger, 
measuring mm. 225 X 156, is written by two hands at the beginning of the 
XVI century. There are in the MS. 298 numbered folios ; in the beginning there 
are three folios (two wholly, one mostly unwritten) and at the end five (un- 
written) folios, which are not counted. Folios 5-9 remain also blank. Folio 
192 was counted twice, but the mistake has been corrected by pencil all through 
the rest of the MS. Most titles and a few initials are written in red; some short 
annotations are in red or black on the edges of the pages, surrounded by several 
circles in red or black. The groups of the folios are usually made up of twelve 
(sexternions), the first six of which being marked in the right corner below with 
the letters of the alphabet in red, for instance, ol, ai, etc., till a6, the six following 
folios not being countersigned. This system begins on fol. 8 with al and ends 
on fol. 239 with »6, hence comprising fol. 240-245 in the system. There are, 
however, some few instances of traces of letters written in the same manner, 
but in black, on the following folios; but these marks have either not been 
regularly written or, more probably, have been cut away at the binding. The 
binding itself is contemporary to the MS. and consists of wooden boards covered 
with pigskin with impressed handsome Renaissance ornaments. Two former 
brass clasps are wanting now. 

The text published below is copied from the Munich Manuscript, which 
has already been printed with the rest of the Chronicle in the Analecta Fran- 
ciscana (Vol. ii, Quabacchi, 1887, pp. 523-526), where the orthography of the 
author has been rather modernised. We give the text exactly as it stands in 
the manuscript, in modern punctuation, and with w and v as we use them 
nowadays. 

Fr. Nicolaus Glassberger, O. F. M., Chronica, ad a. 1500 
Ms. in the Archives of the Franciscan Province of Bavaria, Munich, folio 270v-272r. 

[f.270v] Ea tempestate, cum superioribus annis regnante in Hyspania 
aliisque circumiacentibus regnis Ferdinando katholico, rege, et Elisabeth, 
eius legittima coniuge, [f.271r] regina, fide Christiana ferventissima, quidam 
mercatores et naute in mari expertissimi, opera et impensa dicti regis insulas 
quasdam novas maximis periculis, infortunys et impendiis in remotissimis 
partibus Oceani versus Indianas partes, Deo auspice, reperissent, in quibus 
gens barbarica, a nostra fide omnino aliena, bestialiter vivens, nudo corpore 
pecudum more incedens, morabatur. Que res cum Fratribus Ordinis 
Minorum et Observantie de familia ex Provincia Francie innotuisset, more 
elephantis ad sanguinis aspectum animati, post capitulum Florentiaci cele- 
bratum reverendum patrem fratrem Oliverium Maillardi, Generalem Vicar- 
ium, pro impetranda licentia accesserunt, viti utique vita maturi, zelo fidei 
ferventissimi, patientia probati martirioque apprime flagrantes Fratres. Inter 
quos erant duo fratres laici, viri corpore robusti, animo devoti et mente ad 



'Wadding, ad a. 1505, n. 11 (xv, 298). 
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quecumque obprobria pro Christi nomine perferenda promptissimi, videlicet 
frater Johannes de la Deule, et frater Johannes Cosin. Hy, obtenta licentia 
a dicto reverendo patre Vicario Generali, ad partes dictas infidelium ultra 
regnum Granate perrexerunt in nomine Domini; in quibus tamen partibus 
propter gentium barbariem infidelium et ignorantiam ydeomatis facere fruc- 
tum nequibant, quamquam plurima paterentur a Saracenis incommoda in 
tantum aliquando, ut coacti fame et inedia, serpentes manducarent. Cum 
autem sine fructu ibidem starent, ad alia loca divertere statuerunt; et ecce, 
Deo duce, ad novas insulas aspirantes, et ad oras Hispanie applicantes naves 
illo tendentes reperiunt, in quas naucleri benignitate recepti sunt, eo quod et 
corpore robusti, religione devoti atque moribus graves videbantur, in quos 
nee parum aliorum vota aspirabant, utpote qui et corporis valitudine et 
mentis devotione apud Deum in periculis suffragan possent. 

Cumque predicti Fratres sic, ut permittitur, ad dictas insulas pervenis- 
sent, nee tamen in aliquo ob linguagii ignorantiam proficerent in populo, 
nihillominus ad quinquennium inibi persistentes maximis persecutionibus, 
aliquantulum ad ydiomatis peritiam pervenerunt. Et quia habitus et ves- 
timenta computruerant, unus ex ipsis Fratribus cepit filare lanam bombicem 
sibique ac socio, ne nudi incederent, tunicas sive vestes aptare. Finito autem 
quinquennio, cum predicarent populis fidem katholicam, repererunt eos satis 
voluntaries et aptos. Unde et apud se deliberantes, cum essent laici, ad 
Hyspaniam pro adducendis sacerdotibus redire disposuerunt cum nautis, 
duos invenes illius gentis et insule nondum baptisatos secum ducentes. Cum- 
que in duabus navibus separati unusquisque Fraturm unum iuvenem secum 
haberet, ut si una navis periret, salvaretur altera, ne effectu fraudarentur per 
equora, aut diversa fortuna, et multis periculis velitantes aliquamdiu, tandem 
partes fidelium applicuerunt. Unus autem ex iuvenibus illis gravissime cepit 
infirmari, quern Fratres morti vicinum videntes baptisaverunt in nomine 
Patris et Filii et Spiritus sancti etc., [f. 271 v] et tandem mortuum in dorso et 
brachys ad viciniorem Fratrum conventum deportantes, solemniter novum 
Christianum quasi laborum suorum primitias sepulture tradiderunt, alio res- 
ervato. 

Cum autem dictum reverendum patrem Oliverium in Hyspanie partibus 
reperissent, accedentes cum narraverunt, que viderant mirabilia in mari et 
insulis, humili instantia eidem supplicantes, ut sacerdotes ad insulas desti- 
naret. Me autem reverendus Pater, cum rem ipsam regi Hyspanie regineque 
insinuasset, idem rex, gaudio repletus, cum sua inclita consorte navem cum 
necessarys aptantes, quamplura clenodia pro divino cultu, videlicet cruces, 
monstrantias aureas et argenteas, calices, casulas et ornamenta imponentes 
cum variis tabulis et picturis hystoriarum et gestorum Salvatoris, quibus gens 
tam effera ad pietatem duceretur. 

Quo audito, multi Fratres ad dictum reverendum patrem Oliverium acce- 
dentes, illuc mitti se postularunt, viri maturi, martirio flagrantes, et com- 
plures aly ab ipsis excitati. Quorum zelum et fervorem dictus reverendus 
Pater considerans et iuxta regularia instituta eos de vita et constantia fidei 
examinans, eorum petitioni condescendit. 

Anno igitur currente millesimo quingestesimo circa medium Quadragesime 
sese preparantes, tandem sabbato ante dominicam Palmarum Fratres devoti: 
Iohannes Baudin de Britania cum duobus aliis singularis devotionis, nee non 
aliis comitantibus, navim conscendentes, cum nautis per Iongos maris tractus 
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ad supradictas insulas venerunt, omnem operam et diligentiam adhibentes 
ad dominicam voluntatem adimplendam, ut gens ilia barbara fidei rudimenta 
reciperet. Exponentibus autem militibus de thesauris regis et regine pro 
divino cultu et ornamentis, plurimum ducebantur illi homines in admira- 
tionem et stuporem et cum gaudio volabant ad bapismum, collaudantes 
Deum. 

Preterea, eodem anno, xxv, die Augusti, exierunt aliqui Fratres sancti 
Francisci, divino amore ferventes, in insulam Chades, insulam Hyspanie 
circa strictum Sibillie, non longe a columpnis Herculis, in xxix diebus ven- 
runt ad insulam Hyspanam. Et dum applicarent naves Hyspanie ad quen- 
dam portum, quen iam nominant portum sancti Dominici a nauclero, qui dice- 
batur Dominicus, baptisata sunt tria milia hominum. Speratur autem, in 
brevi multas alias insulas magnas sacrum baptisma suscepturas. Amiraldus 
autem quidam capitaneus et prior inibi positus, male tractans homines 
istos novos bona eorum et uxores aufferendo et filias virgines stu- 
prando, accusatus, ab officio depositus, chatenis et loris ferreisque compedibus 
alligatus, in Hyspaniam reducitur, alio in eius locum subrogate 

Sunt et alie insule sic ab Hyspanis nominate. Prima dicitur insul Dei, 
quia Dei providentia et solo eius nutu inventa est; 2a insula Ferdinandi, 
a rege Hyspanie; 3 a insula Elisabethina, a regina Hyspanie; 4ta Hyspana; 
5'a Hyspaniola. Sunt autem homines inibi commorantes natura liberates, sim- 
plices et pii, sed magni zelotipi, vivuntque de panibus, confectis ex radicibus 
odoris et saporis pastinace, [f.271r] vulgariete Gelb Ruben 1 ; similiter et ex 
sorgo, quod est species milii. Et insule sunt fertilissime, carentes tamen 
omni animali quadrupede preter cuniculos. Adducta sunt ex Hyspania 
multa paria animalium, que inibi miro modo prolificant, precipue porci. 
Item, adducte sunt vites, que eodem anno botros protulerunt, similiter fru- 
mentum et Iegumina. Ceterum nullam habent legem nee libros nee litteras, 
ignorantes, quomodo illue devenerint, nee putabant, alios homines vivere 
super terram. Credebant post hanc vitam aliam, in qua melius haberent 
nescientes tamen, a quo et ubi. Lanam arboribus procreatam in copia 
habent et tamen ab antea nudi incedebant; ex qua lana quidam Frater com- 
pulsus, filando ipsam, sibi et confratri suo habitum fecit. Habent in Augusto 
diem longissimum xvm horarum, alias dies anni equals sunt, nisi forte ad 
duas horas; suntque homines illi coloris citrini ad modum foliorum de 
arboribus cadentium. Ex insula autem Hyspaniola miserunt Fratres litteras 
reverendo patri fratri Oliverio, Generali Vicario, qui eos destinaverat, quas 
anno Domini 1501 in Provincia Saxonie recepit, exemplar nobis in conventu 
NUrenbergensi relinquens subsequentis tenoris: 

Reverendissimo ac dignissimo in Christo patri fratri Oliverio Maillardi, 
Vicario Generali cismontano Ordinis beati Patris nostri Francisci etc. 

Reverendissime atque dignissime Pater et domine. Vestram Paternitatem 
facio certiorem, quantam nobis Dominus contulerit misericordiam, quia ipse, 
qui olim Patribus nostris per mare rubrum dux exstitit, etiam nos indignos 
dignatus est incolumes concedere, ad istas insulas pervenire, in quibus tanta 
invenitur animarum multitudo, quod est mirabile dietu. Sed mirabilius, quod 
omnes sine contradictione aliqua et cum maximo affectu Domini appetunt 
baptismum. Unde bene potest verificari illud Salvatoris nostri in Evangelio: 
Mcssis quidem multa, operarii autem pauci. Pauco tempore, videlicet dum 



1 German term for carrots. 
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starent naves in portu, tria milia animarum receperunt fidem Christi. Quamo- 
brem multum gaudere debes de prole Christi multiplicata, maxime per minis- 
terium filiorum tuorum. Sed quia non te fugit, mi colendissime Pater, istam 
esse professionem nostram, fidem Christi in nobis et in proximis nostris, divina 
adiuvante gratia Christi, multiplicare; ideo rogo Paternitatem tuam ob amo- 
rem Ihesu Christi, ut ista predices et manifestes filys atque subditis tuis, ut- 
omnes, quibus Dominus animarum suarum zelum infuderit, qui velint crucem 
Christi suaque vestigia sequi et ad insulas istas venire, eos benigno favore pro- 
sequaris. Insuper, in capitulo generali coram patribus hoc insinuans, ut omnes 
simul conformiter sine Prelatorum perturbatione et scandalo aliqui Fratres 
per omnes Provincias et Custodias ad hoc assignentur et cum benedictione Dei 
totiusque capituli ad partes istas mitantur. Et quia frater Franciscus Ruyz, 
qui propter suam debilem complexionem, et ut adiuvet nos coram Domino Ar- 
chipeiscopo et suis regalibus maiestatibus, ad Hyspaniam mittitur, longiorem 
faciet vestre Paternitati relationem de omnibus. Valeat et oret pro me et suis 
filiis, qui mecum sunt, qui plurimas tibi mittunt salutes et tuam humiliter pos- 
tulant benedictionem. 

Datum in insula, Hyspaniola nuncupata, 12 die Octobris, anno 1500. 



